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Abstract 
Child labour remains an enormous challenge to the achievement of Education For All in developing countries. This paper 
explores the subject of child labour in Kenya in the context of the national and global push towards Education For All. Based on 
a year’s ethnography of a poor community in Kiambu district in Kenya, the paper explores the tension between child labour and 
schooling using the language of capabilities. The capability approach focuses on the freedoms that people have to live the life 
that they value. As there is a strong relationship between poverty and child labour, this paper argues that there is tension between 
the capability (freedom) to be educated and other basic capabilities such as being well fed and housed. Therefore, substantively 
empowering poor communities would be a positive step towards easing these tensions and ultimately achieving Education For 
All. 
 
Keywords: Education for all; child labour; capability approach. 
1. Towards Education For All in Kenya 
By 1990, the educational realities were such that more than 100 million children worldwide, including 60 million 
girls had no access to primary school and figures were set to rise (Little, 1994:1). The overall aim of the World 
Conference on Education For All held in Jomtien, Thailand in 1990 was to get developing countries and donors to 
turn around these downward trends in enrolment, completion and learning outcomes within primary education. The 
reasons for these trends at the time were complex and contextual. However, it has been widely accepted that 
Economic Structural Adjustment Programs (ESAPs) imposed by the World Bank on many developing countries and 
particularly sub-Saharan Africa in the 1980s, were responsible. The measures these programs had introduced 
included trade liberalisation, privatisation, forced devaluation of the local currency to “get the prices right” and 
reducing public spending in sectors such as health and education (Brock-Utne, 2000:21). The obvious result was that 
social sectors in these countries were starved of funds. Many governments in sub-Saharan Africa introduced cost 
sharing measures in the health and education sectors. School levies were reintroduced in countries where they had 
been abolished during the more progressive years of the 1960s and 70s.2  
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The World Declaration on Education For All (EFA) called for an expanded vision and renewed commitment to 
education. The fundamental clause of the declaration was: ‘the recognition that sound basic education is 
fundamental to the strengthening of higher levels of education, and of scientific and technological literacy and 
capacity and thus to self reliant development’ (World Conference on Education For All (WCEFA), 1990:2-3). 
However, the interpretation of the EFA declaration has been hugely contentious since its inception, with some 
scholars resonating strongly with its hegemony and others issuing scathing critiques of its basis, language and 
meaning.3 The discourse on EFA appears divided between the structural problems of implementing EFA in widely 
varying economic and social contexts, and the conceptual problems of understanding what EFA actually means. 
Because defining the term ‘education’ is fraught with peril, ‘education for all’ is considered by some to be quite 
problematic.  
The conceptual and contextual tensions inherent in EFA find convergence in the developing world and Kenya is 
no exception. With the declaration of free primary education in Kenya in 2003, there appears to be a shift in 
educational policy to reflect the aims of the EFA and the Millennium Development Goals (Ministry of Education, 
Science and Technology (MOEST), 2003). This shift is one that deserves some evaluation. Considering the high 
levels of poverty, how the country is to achieve these lofty goals remains to be seen. Kenya is also a country 
struggling to conceptualise EFA in terms of its meaning and purpose. Questions about the role of education, whether 
education for the benefit of the individual should take precedence over the development of the nation at large, and 
the relevance of basic education in Kenya are being asked (Government of Kenya (GoK), 2005:12 and Achola & 
Pillai, 2000:1-4, Brock-Utne, 2000). 
2. The problem of child labour in Kenya 
Despite free primary education, large numbers of children remain out of school. The UN Integrated Regional 
Information Networks (UN Irin) (2006), claims that 2.6 (31%) of Kenya’s 9.6 million school-age children do not 
attend school. The government, on the other hand, argues that this figure has reduced as a result of free primary 
education to around 700,000. Whatever the actual figure of out of school children in Kenya at the moment, it is 
plausible to suggest that the majority (over half) are child workers. In fact, according to the Kenya Integrated 
Household Budget Survey of 2005-2006, there are about 1.01 million children aged 5-17 years working for pay, 
profit or family gain (KNBS/ILO/IPEC, 2008). This figure represents 7.9% of the total number of children in the 
relevant age cohort in Kenya. Of the total number of working children there were 535, 197 boys and 476, 987 girls. 
There seems to be a lack of current information about how many working children comprise the out-of school 
children. This could be because not all child workers are out of school. In fact, a government survey done in 1998-
99 reported that 34% of working children actually attend some form of schooling (GoK, 2001). It is widely accepted 
however, that most children out of school for one reason or another are most probably working (Mugo, 2009). Child 
labour on the other hand is considered to be the antithesis of child work. Whereas child work can have some 
positive aspects, child labour is any work that is hazardous, exploitative, keeps children out of school and is 
detrimental to the physical, mental and moral development of the child. There are an estimated 773,000 child 
labourers in Kenya aged 5-17 years, with 19,542 being engaged in the worst forms of child labour as defined by the 
International Labour Convention 182 (KNBS/ILO/IPEC, 2008).  
Child labour in Kenya has a history dating back to the colonial period, which spans from around 1895, when East 
Africa was declared a British protectorate, to 1963, when independence was achieved. Two major developments in 
the narrative about child labour in Kenya took place during this period. First, there were drastic changes in the role 
of the family in socializing children, especially for the communities that came in close contact with missionaries and 
the British colonial government (Male and Walji, 1984). Secondly, there was a major shift in the division of family 
labour. Children, for the first time worked outside the family’s own economic system, having been drawn into the 
capitalist modes of production introduced by the colonial government (ibid). In addition, colonial policies such as 
land alienation, hut tax and forced labour created an environment where children were forced into child labour. 
After independence in 1963 the practice continued as many families in areas of colonial influence had become 
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accustomed to that way of life. The increasing levels of poverty have also continued to entrench the practice in 
Kenya. Children provide much needed additional income for basic family needs. 
Ironically, provision of free primary education has always been considered the medicine for the ‘problem’ of 
child labour (Weiner, 1990). The fact that it seems to be failing to work, at least for the 773,000 child labourers in 
the country points to deeper issues than those simply relating to access to education. Child labourers are of particular 
interest in an evaluation of the achievement of EFA and national educational goals in Kenya. First, they constitute 
the largest category of out-of-school children in terms of sheer numbers notwithstanding free primary education. 
Schooling is not necessarily replacing child labour (Manda et al, 2003:13). Secondly, the issue of child labour versus 
schooling in hugely diverse socio-economic and cultural contexts around the world is extremely complex and 
warrants attention 
3. An ethnography of a community with child labourers 
In 2008, I embarked on an ethnography of a poor community called Kiratu4 in Kiambu district, Kenya for the 
purpose of exploring this issue. Kiratu is unique because it is located in one of the richest districts in the country, but 
has a high number of child labourers, presumably because there are pockets of poverty. It is predominantly an 
agricultural community, with large coffee, tea and horticultural farms, which provide employment for the large 
casual labour force in the community, including children. Primary education is free and there are a sufficient number 
of schools to cope with the demand. However, child labour is considered to be a hindrance to school attendance. I 
spent a total of nine months in Kiratu, utilising ethnographic methods, attempting to understand the meanings 
attached to child labour and schooling. Ultimately, my goal was to try to understand what implications these 
meanings will have for the achievement of such goals as Education For All. My findings are discussed below.  
 
3.1 Child labour and schooling in Kiratu: meanings and understandings.  
 
Work is a way of life for the men, women and children in Kiratu, since the colonial period to present times. 
Kiratu is located in an area with prime agricultural land and was a magnet for colonial settler farmers in the early 
1900s. Through a process of land alienation and forced labour, the population of Kiratu became proliterianised. 
Most people became casual labourers selling their labour for low wages and completely separated from the main 
means of production, which was (and is) the land. Children were not left out of this process and became fully 
incorporated in the new capitalism that flourished at the time, working in farms when there were labour shortages. 
Come independence, no form of comprehensive land reform was carried out to redistribute the land. Instead, the 
petty bourgeoisie comprising of the educated elite, usually sons of chiefs filled the vacuum left by the colonialists by 
taking over the large farms. Successful attempts were made by some African workers to buy the land through 
cooperatives. However, these were few. The status quo was therefore maintained and the structural inequalities 
continued. To date, these inequalities continue to be entrenched due increasing poverty levels. Nearly half of 
Kenya’s population live below the poverty line. In Kiambu district where Kiratu is located, 25% of the population 
live in absolute poverty. Kiratu is mostly composed of casual labourers and their families and everyone must work 
to survive. Children engage in three main types of work in Kiratu. Most children are found working on farms, large 
scale coffee and tea farms where they harvest coffee berries and tea leaves, or on smaller farms where subsistence 
farming takes place. Girls especially, are often engaged in domestic work, sometimes in their homes or the homes of 
relatives for no pay, or in the homes of others for very little pay. Lastly, boys in particular work as hawkers, porters, 
shepherds. When asked why they worked, most children (12-17 yrs old) answered that they worked to eat. Many 
adults considered the question ‘did you work as a child,’ as somewhat ridiculous. Of course they did. This is the 
reality for many families in Kiratu. Work is an essential part of life for most and not least the children. Put in context 
of the move towards the elimination of child labour, children’s work is a necessary evil. Most members of Kiratu 
community know that child labour is wrong as there have been awareness campaigns carried out by the local 
authorities and NGOs in the area. However, children contribute substantially towards family income and their work 
can often mean the difference between having a meal at the end of the day and going hungry. Some employers go as 
 
4 Name has been changed.  
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far as to claim that there is a moral imperative to employ children because of this. Interestingly, there were some 
child labourers who worked to stay in school. When they needed to pay some small levy or buy a pencil or exercise 
book, they would simply go to work and use their earnings for this purpose. So ironically, in as much as it is claimed 
that child labour keeps children out of school, in the case of these particular children, it was facilitating their 
presence in school.  
Meanings and understandings of schooling in Kiratu are mixed and depend on the stage of life that one is in.  
Nearly all the children I encountered, whether child labourers or not, loved school and felt that it was very important 
for their overall development i.e their physical, mental and moral development. School was also a safe place, where 
they could escape from the harsh realities of their daily lives, where they could have some peace and play with their 
friends. More importantly, the ultimate goal of schooling was to get an education, then a job or start one’s own 
business and eventually help their families out of poverty. This was the number one priority for many children in 
Kiratu. Schooling was considered by them to be the means to raise their socio-economic status, and was therefore 
extremely important. For child labourers out of school completely, the situation was somewhat different. Most 
children in this group were those who, for lack of fees, were unable to proceed to secondary and had no choice but 
to work full time to support themselves and their families. For these children there was a sense of nostalgia, a 
longing for the days when they were in school when they were happy and safe. There is the feeling that they have 
been forced to grow up too fast. Also, there was a lowering of expectations. Whereas previously children had 
wanted to be doctors, lawyers and engineers, now they were happy to settle for being dressmakers and matatu 
drivers5. Rightly, they felt that their realistic chances of achieving their earlier ambitions without going to secondary 
school were close to nil. However, they also exhibited a sense of pride and bravado in the fact that they were 
working. ‘I take care of myself and give my mother some money. What’s wrong with that? Would you rather I was 
begging on the streets?’ one 16yr old girl told me defiantly. She was right in a way. For this particular group, child 
labour may take over the ‘safety’ role of schooling, depending of course on the type of work engaged in. Work kept 
them busy and safe from idleness, drugs and other vices. Some of the children in this group also felt that they 
learned much from working, discipline, the value of hard work and the satisfaction of a job well done. However, 
they knew that rightly, they should be in secondary school and they sometimes felt conflicted about what stage they 
were in life. ‘I am not a child, nor am I an adult, and neither am I child labourer …I don’t know what I am.’ 
From many grownups in Kiratu was a sense of ambivalence towards schooling. On the one hand an appreciation 
for education and on the other an indifference towards it. Many parents and guardians appreciated the importance of 
schooling and its ability to raise one’s socio-economic status if one was able to complete at least secondary school. 
One parent mentioned during a focus group discussion that ‘people think we in Kiratu are ignorant and we don’t 
want our children to be educated but this is not true…there is nothing we want more…but circumstances force us to 
abandon school…we are poor…we must eat so everyone must work, including the children.’ Some parents felt that 
getting an education was so important that they were willing to do anything to achieve this. They worked in the 
schools which their children attended and in payment, any levies against them were waived. Other parents formed 
small groups and pursued whatever income generating activities they could. However there was also a feeling of 
apathy towards education on the part of some parents. There were those who felt that getting an education was not 
really relevant to their lives. ‘Some of the richest men and women in this community did not go to school, so why 
should my children? Primary school is sufficient for them…after that they can work for their money,’ argued an 
elderly man in Kiratu. Others mentioned that they did not see the point of going to school if even after attaining a 
college education, their children could not find employment. Nonetheless, majority of the people in Kiratu felt that 
getting an education was extremely important, but the reality of their lives meant that this was not always possible.  
As is common with ethnography, I gathered enormous amounts of information. As I continued to analyse, synthesise 
and theorise the data, I came across the concept of capabilities and it immediately struck me that this was a concept 
that could be relevant to the issue child labour. It seemed to me that the language of capabilities could enrich and at 
the same time simplify the varied and often contentious discourse of child labour. Below, I expound on my thoughts 
further.  
 
5 A matatu is a form of public transport, a van fitted with chairs and is commonly used in Kenya.  
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4. Towards a capability approach to child labour  
The capability approach was pioneered in development economics by economist and philosopher Amartya Sen, 
and philosopher Martha Nussbaum. It can be described as a broad normative framework for the evaluation of 
individual well being, social arrangements, policy design and proposals for social change in the society (Robeyns, 
2005:94). The approach derives from Sen’s critique of traditional approaches to well being, specifically welfarism, 
the commodities approach and Rawls’ theory of justice. The main characteristic of the capability approach is that it 
focuses on what people are able to do and be, that is, their capabilities. Nussbaum (2000:71) argues that the central 
question asked by the capabilities approach is not “How satisfied is person x?” or even “How much in the way of 
resources is person x able to command?” It is instead “What is person x actually able to do and be?” Sen uses the 
phrase ‘valued doings and beings’ (Sen 1992:40). Sen’s and Nussbaum’s notion of capabilities derives from the 
distinction they draw between capabilities and functionings and this distinction is very marked when we consider 
how social policy is evaluated (Unterhalter, 2003). Functionings are defined by Sen as states of ‘well-being’ of a 
person seen in terms of quality of the persons ‘being’. ‘Being adequately nourished’, ‘being happy’, ‘avoiding 
premature mortality’ and ‘having self respect’ are examples of functionings (Sen 1992:5). Functionings are distinct 
from commodities, which are objects that people might use to achieve functionings, and they are distinct from 
utilities which are measures of happiness or pleasure in which happiness is the only ultimate value (Sugden, 1993). 
Capabilities, represent a person’s opportunities or freedom to achieve well-being, with freedom being understood in 
the positive sense of ‘freedom to…’ rather than the negative sense of ‘freedom from…’ Sen argues that the 
evaluation of development in terms of functionings alone has been one of the major failings of economic theory and 
that the capability approach is a more desirable evaluative tool. This is the reason that Nussbaum (2000) stresses 
capability and not functioning as the ultimate political goal6. By asking about what people are able to ‘do’ and ‘be’, 
the capability approach provides a ‘rich informational base’ that is lacking in many other approaches of evaluating 
development (Sugden, 1993:1947)7. 
 
4.1 Critiques of the capability approach. 
 
No doubt there are critics of the approach.  Criticism of the Capability is directed at two main levels. At concept 
level and at utility (usefulness) level (Dean, 2009). At concept level, the capability approach has been subject to 
debates about what it actually is. Is it a theory? An approach? Can it be used to explain phenomena or merely 
evaluate it? If the latter is the case, how useful a concept is it? How can the capability approach be applied in a way 
that can help address (not just evaluate) significant social problems? Robeyns (2005) argues that the capability 
approach is not a theory that can explain poverty, inequality or well being; instead it provides a tool or framework 
within which to conceptualise and evaluate these phenomena. Therefore applying the approach to issues of policy 
and social change will require the addition of explanatory theories. Though Sen describes poverty as ‘capability 
depravation’ (therefore using it in an explanatory sense), his main line of reasoning is that the capability approach 
provides a new way of assessing development (Sen, 1999). Nevertheless, some writers argue that the approach is too 
focussed on evaluation rather than on making recommendations on the linked from prescription. Deneulin (2006) for 
example questions the assumption that evaluation can be delinked from prescription. Alkire (2001) argues that the 
use of the capability approach purely as an evaluative framework has significant limitations because it stops short of 
generating activities, policies or institutions that would expand capabilities. In an endeavour to address this 
difficulty, she distinguishes between two emphases within the capability approach; evaluative and prospective. 
Evaluative analyses are fundamentally concerned with comparisons of states of affairs at one point in time. They 
refer to information on how people’s capabilities expanded or contracted. Prospective analyses have a different 
focus: on causality, probability and assumptions. Their main objective is not to compare two states of affairs but to 
 
6 Sen differentiates between general capabilities and basic capabilities which he refers to as the freedoms to do some basic things that are 
necessary for survival and to avoid and escape poverty (Sen 1987). This distinction is particularly important when evaluating well being in 
developing countries.  
7 For an in depth look at Sen’s critique of Welfarism, the Commodity Approach and the Basic Needs Approach that influenced his development 
of the Capability Approach see Crocker (1992)  
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identify which concrete actions are likely to generate a greater stream of expanded capabilities. Prospective analyses 
take into account the issues of groups and social structures, which the capability approach has been accused of 
neglecting. By distinguishing between these two types of analyses, Alkire bridges the gap between evaluation and 
action, enabling critical researchers such as myself to engage with capabilities without feeling like we are selling 
out. She gives the example of Dreze and Sen’s (1989 and 2002) work on education in India which explores 
connections between development actions and human capabilities, emphasising the prospective nature of the study. 
Dreze and Sen’s work will be considered in a little more detail later in this section 
 
4.1.1 Individualism 
It has often been claimed that the capability approach, based on a kind of political liberalism is too individualistic 
and this poses difficulties in societies that are more communitarian than liberal. Critics argue that capabilities do not 
consider individuals as part of their social environment or socially embedded and connected to others. Dean (2009) a 
strong critic of the approach argues that it is 
 
‘framed in terms of freedom, but not solidarity…the priority is individual liberty, not social solidarity, the 
freedom to choose, not the need to belong. In the space of capabilities, the individual is one step removed; 
she is objectively distanced from relations of power within which her identity and her life chances must be 
constituted’. 
 
From a critical point of view, this has always been my main reservation with the capability approach. How can 
we make individual choice key in communities where ‘individualism’ is not a part of daily life? For example, in 
some communities in Kenya, female genital mutilation is considered a very important rite of passage and a means of 
strengthening community ties. When a girl undergoes the ritual, her status in the community is raised and she takes 
her place in society with her peers. It goes to say that all the girls in this community will desire to go through the 
ritual, considered in more ‘progressive’ societies to be barbaric. In capability terms, the social well being of the girls 
in this society is dependent on whether they are circumcised or not and therefore many will ‘choose’ to go through 
it, even though it may be detrimental to their physical well being.  If the girl decides not to go through the ritual (and 
some do) she will be ostracised by the community and possibly cut off from her family and the only life she knows. 
Cultural norms and traditions have great power over individuals from communitarian societies. How then does one 
evaluate such a situation in which (one) there are conflicting capabilities, and (two) choice is mediated by powerful 
forces?  
Robeyns (2005) argues that critics have misunderstood the idea of ‘the individual’ within the space of 
capabilities. She differentiates between ethical individualism that postulates that individuals and only individuals are 
the ultimate units of moral concern and ontological individualism, which holds that society is built up only from 
individuals and nothing else but individuals, and therefore is nothing more than the sum of individuals and their 
prospects. She argues that the capability approach favours ethical individualism because moral theories that take an 
alternative unit of moral concern (rather than the individual) such as the family, the social group or the community 
will ‘systematically overlook existing inequalities within these units,’ (Alkire, 2001). In my view, this is correct. 
Take the example in the previous paragraph. There may be girls who do not want to go through the painful and often 
dangerous ritual, but their voices are drowned in a sea of powerful cultural norms. It is for this very reason that 
capabilities which consider the individual to be the definitive moral unit are so important. The capability approach 
has the potential to blow the lid off the very power relations and structures that criticalists argue that it ignores. 
Robeyns’s (2005) reply to those who would argue that capabilities ignore group dynamics is that ‘a commitment to 
ethical individualism is not incompatible with an account of personhood that recognises the connections between 
people, their social relations and their social embedment,’ I would further argue that through the use of prospective 
analyses in addition to evaluation, it would then be possible to find out why girls choose to go through FGM or not 
and how to expand their freedoms.  
 
4.1.2 Where is Sen’s theory of power?  
This was a question we grappled with in the reading group. The capability approach has been accused of ignoring 
social structures and their power to influence people’s choices and freedoms. This critique is not unrelated to the 
previous one. Dean (2009) maintains that ‘the capability concept does not of itself address the systematic 
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impediments to human freedom that are associated with the capitalist mode of production,’ (pg272). He continues to 
say that within the space of capabilities, ‘the individual is constructed as an abstract bearer of freedoms, rights and 
that capabilities should ideally flow from these,’ an idea which, from a Marxist point of view, he is very much 
against.  Dean’s argument relates to other oppressive structures as well such as patriarchy and race.  
Again Robeyn’s (one of capabilities staunchest defenders) (2005:110) asserts that social structures can and 
generally do have an important effect on people’s capabilities and that indeed, it is crucially important to ‘know the 
social determinants of relevant capabilities,’ as it is these that can be changed to expand capabilities. She feels that 
social structures and power relations do not actually constitute a conceptual problem for the approach and in fact are 
quite important in understanding how they affect people’s capabilities. The capability approach therefore includes 
these structures in its conceptual framework, with a clear indication that these are the means not the ends of well 
being. They directly and indirectly influence conversion factors -a person’s ability to convert commodities into 











Figure 1 The effects of social structures on people’s capabilities 
 
After considering Alkire’s argument on the evaluative and prospective analyses and Robeyns’ vigorous defence 
of the capability approach against the criticisms of individualisms I felt more at ease with the concept. However, 
little research has been done on the relationship between capabilities and child labour, a fact I consider surprising 
bearing in mind its potential in this field. An extensive search of child labour and capabilities literature did not yield 
much. Nonetheless I was heartened to read Dreze and Sen’s (2002) work on education in India in their book, India, 
Development and Participation. In it, they explore prospective connections between development actions and 
human capabilities in the context of education in India. This is an example of the prospective analyses that Alkire 
(2001) advocates for and I thought it was quite relevant to my own work. Sen and Dreze attempt to explain why 
India continues to lag behind in achieving Universal Primary Education. They first consider the possible value of 
education, intrinsically and instrumentally in expanding capabilities. They then examine the deprivations that many 
experience in education, and their causes. They ask the question: is it that education is not valued by the relevant 
group (parents and students? Are they blocked from taking advantage of it, thus lack the real freedom to be educated 
even though they have formal access? Or are their institutional reasons for non-attendance, such as deep flaws in the 
public education system itself? (Alkire, 2001) Having attempted to diagnose the core problems, the analysis turns to 
actions that people could undertake as agents in order to redress he situation. Their analysis implies that there might 
be scope and cause for parents and others to demand political responses to ‘ramshackle schools and missing 
teachers,’ (ibid:17). Dreze and Sen advocate for political mobilisation in support of basic education at a local level, 
as well as through formal political and economic channels. Alkire argues that this account is a good example of 
prospective analyses and though it was on a much larger scale than my own research, I resonated with many of their 
discussions. After all, India and Kenya are ranked quite closely together when it comes to the achievement of 
Education For All. There were many similarities between India’s and Kenya’s educational context. I felt confident 
Social and physical context 
Social structures, institutions, social and legal norms, other 
people’s behaviour and characteristics, Environmental 
factors, disability e.t.c 
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that I could use this concept to better understand the relationship between child labour and schooling in the Kenyan 
context.  
5. Capabilities and child labour in the Kenyan Context 
Unterhalter (2003) suggests that the capability approach is a rich resource in thinking about education for 
children in very different and markedly unequal social settings. This is because it takes issue with the approaches to 
social policy evaluation that focus on the aggregated benefits an initiative has for the whole society, or for future 
generations, without regard to how it affects individuals. For example, without exception education for human 
resource development has been considered a key priority in every education policy document ever published in 
Kenya since independence (Chege & Sifuna 2006:33). The policies make the argument for the strong link between 
education and economic growth.  
 
A good performance in the education and training sector contributes to national development through the production of 
an appropriate human resource that helps to spur productivity and eliminate poverty, disease and ignorance, 
consequently improving human welfare.  
MOEST (2005a:14) 
 
Yet this is precisely this sort of thinking that the capability approach questions. Sen (1992: 70-71 &78-79) argues 
that the weak informational base provided by welfare economics does not provide useful forms of interpersonal 
comparison. Therefore, it becomes difficult to develop effective policies on schooling without knowing how 
schooling is valued by all individuals in a particular society in other words, how schooling is ranked relative to other 
important goods Unterhalter, 2003).  
Consider those children in Kiratu who work to prevent themselves and their families from starving, or those child 
labourers who feel that the world of work gives them more relevant knowledge, desired skills and attitudes than 
going to school. They have to make the often difficult choice between working and going to school. In certain 
circumstances, such as when families are very poor, ‘being well fed’ is a more valued functioning for children than 
‘being educated’. This is why Sen argues for the need to look at the freedom (capability) that people have to convert 
resources into functionings that they value (Sen, 1992). Therefore, the agency and freedom to make decisions about 
the value of work and schooling, and the capacity to convert these values into functionings lies at heart of the 
capability approach in the context of child labourers. Nussbaum’s universalisation of the capability theory means 
that it can be used to interpret the issue in other ways apart from having agency and freedom to convert capabilities 
into valuable functionings. Take her list of central human capabilities for example (2000:78-80). ‘Life,’ ‘bodily 
integrity,’ ‘bodily health,’ ‘senses imagination and thought’ (which includes adequate education), ‘emotions,’ 
‘practical reason,’ ‘affiliation’ (includes being able to live with and show concern for others and having the social 
bases of self respect), ‘living with and concern for other species,’ ‘play,’ and ‘being able to participate effectively to 
exercise control over one’s political and material environment.’ Work often enables children in very deprived areas 
like Kiratu to achieve some of these very capabilities, much more so, one could argue, than schooling. Work 
provides much needed income to buy food which contributes to life and health. It may engage and develop the 
child’s problem solving and imaginative skills and help to develop practical reasoning skills. It may give the 
children some measure of control over their environment and it may provide the social basis for acceptance and self 
respect in the society.  
Interesting research questions could therefore be asked: Is EFA and the Free Primary Education program in 
Kenya expanding child labourers capabilities or limiting them? Inarguably, some forms of work do deny child 
labourers much needed capabilities. The ILO Convention on the Worst Forms of Child labour is a case in point. 
Child prostitution, drug trafficking and slavery are incontestably detrimental to the ‘well-being’ (Sen, 1992) and 
‘human-ness’ (Nussbaum, 2000) of children. However, applying the capability approach to child labour serves to 
problematise the issue further and perhaps create alternative ways of exploring it. The capability approach provides 
us with an evaluative tool with which we can assess the important social policy of Education for All in the context 
of child labourers in Kenya and perhaps in other parts of the developing world. In the case of Kiratu for instance, 
basic education may be ‘free,’ but do child labourers from this community have the capability to achieve the valued 
functioning of ‘being well educated’ when they face hunger everyday? Do they have the freedom to go to school 
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and be educated instead of working? In many cases the answer is no. Poverty and hunger limit this freedom 
substantially.  Are families and children in Kiratu conflicted about the capability to be educated and the capability to 
be well fed and housed at the end of the day? In many cases the answer is yes, and the choice is often made to work 
in order to avoid starvation. What does this choice mean to these families? Often it means that Kiratu has developed 
a sense of ambivalence towards schooling. Although education is considered to be beneficial to the society, in their 
world, work often has to take precedence over it. Could the difficulties encountered in making this choice explain 
the growing numbers of child labourers in the country? Perhaps. Plenty of research has shown that there is a strong 
relationship between child labour and poverty (see Kielland and Tovo2006)  
 
6. The way forward 
What then, are the implications for the achievement of Education For All in Kenya? This remains the big 
question. I would argue that though Kenya has made great strides towards the achievement of Education For All, 
until the persisting problem of poverty is dealt with, the goal of 2015 remains a dream. Individuals and communities 
freedoms or capability to be educated need to be expanded. Children need to be free to choose schooling over 
working if indeed this is what they value. This is only possible if poverty is eradicated in communities such as 
Kiratu through social and economic empowerment. There is much debate about how this can be accomplished and it 
is beyond the purview of this paper to delve into it. Whatever means used however, communities’ themselves should 
be involved in making decisions about the life they want to lead. This would ensure that children and families have 
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